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Ruthenes, Rumanians and Italians—peoples who differed in
race, speech and religion, and were bound together by no tie
save subjection to the Hapsburgs. Moreover, the social system
was hopelessly out of date. Feudal privilege, long since swept
away in western Europe, was still in full force there. The nobles
were exempt from taxation, they had a monopoly of the high
posts in army and government, they kept order and did justice
on their estates like medieval barons. Yet another source of
weakness was the decrepit governmental system. There was
no co-ordination between the various departments ; no proper
accounts were kept; the state was always on the verge of
bankruptcy ; all was slackness and confusion. The Emperor
Francis I (1792-1835) had kept some sort of control, but his
successor Ferdinand was weak-minded to the verge of imbecility.
As for the famous Chancellor, he was now growing too old to
keep his former grip. Despotism may justify itself as long as
it is efficient, but when it becomes slack and muddled its
days are numbered.
It was in Hungary that the Imperial authority was first
openly challenged. Since 1830 the Diet at Pressburg (a mere
assembly of notables with no control over the Government)
had been demanding the use of Magyar in place of Latin as the
official language, and the employment of Hungarians in the
administration; and an enlightened minority had begun to
call for the abolition of feudalism and the election of a national
Hungarian Parliament. The leader of this reformist party was
Louis kossuth (N5i), who kept the spirit of opposition
burning year after year by his orations in the Diet and his
writings in his journal, the Pesti Hirlap. The news of the
February Revolution in Paris inspired him to make a famous
speech in the Diet, in which he denounced Vienna as a " charnel-
house/* the pestilential breath of which paralysed and deadened
the national spirit of Hungary. Carried away by his burning
words, the Diet voted an address to the Emperor, demanding a
separate constitutional government for their country.
A week later their example was followed by the Bohemian

